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ABSTRACT: Understanding micropolitics has become an important part of understanding 
leadership and power relations within schools. In this paper we review some of the pertinent 
literature and writing in the field, particularly as it relates to school leadership. Drawing on a 
couple of existing models, we present a new model that highlights three central power-based 
leadership approaches—‘power with’, ‘power through’ and ‘power over’. We put forward two 
contrasting vignettes that reveal a variety of micropolitical strategies used by school principals in 
the governance of their schools. These strategies range from favouritism and control at one end to 
empowerment and collaboration at the other. The vignettes are analysed in the light of the model 
and micropolitical literature presented in this article.   
 Introduction 
Understanding micropolitics has become an important part of comprehending leadership and 
power relations within organisations, schools in particular. Micropolitics has been considered from 
the perspective of theorists, of researchers and of administrators. Writers have concentrated on 
definitions, the use of power and types of power, leadership (whether of the principal as an 
individual, or leadership of a school in dealing with reform or the role of gender in leadership style 
and behaviour), language and the importance for leaders to understand the micropolitics of their 
organisation. In this paper we concentrate more specifically on power, especially on three types of 
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power: power over, power through and power with. It is argued that principals use a range of 
micropolitical strategies in particular situations. These strategies are consistent with any of the 
three types of power. We argue that the more successful a principal is in maintaining the trust of 
staff, assisting them to adapt to change, protecting them from external demands and empowering 
them, the more that principal is able to exercise the ideals of power through and power with. By 
exercising power in this manner the principal enhances stronger community bonds and 
communities of learners, and ultimately better student outcomes (e.g. Mulford, 2008). We reach 
this conclusion through a consideration and reconceptualisation of the literature on micropolitics 
leading to the positing of a new model in which we highlight the importance of power and the 
interaction between the macropolitical context and the micropolitical life of the school. 
Literature Review 
What is micropolitics? 
In recent decades, micropolitical notions have been explored in the wider research and literature in 
relation to leadership within education settings. Central to any understanding of micropolitics is 
use and/or abuse of power. For instance, Hoyle (1999) conceptualises micropolitics as fitting 
along a continuum from conventional management practices at one end to ‘illegitimate, self 
interested manipulation’ (p. 126) at the other end. A comprehensive definition of micropolitics has 
been produced by Blase (1991) who describes it as ‘the use of formal and informal power by 
individuals and groups to achieve their goals in organisations … both cooperative and conflictive 
actions and processes are part of the realm of micropolitics’ (p. 11). Micropolitical strategies are 
wide ranging and represent power-based strategies that can be conflictual, cooperative, consensual 
and protective.   
Referring specifically to schools, Lindell (1999, p. 171) describes micropolitics as 
representing ‘the networks of individuals and groups within and surrounding schools, who 
compete for scarce resources, even power. . . . [It] encompasses the daily interactions, negotiations 
and bargains of any school’. She highlights principals, teachers, students and parents as actors and 
the fact that schools have become inherently political institutions. Although drawing attention to 
micropolitics like any form of politics as being a competition for power (resources are a function 
of power) by referring to ‘surrounding schools’, Lindell fails to adequately distinguish between 
what is internal to a school organisation and what is external to it—i.e. between micropolitics and 
macropolitics.  
Micropolitics specifically relates to the politics internal to organisations. Thus in his seminal 
work, Hoyle’s (1999) distinction between politics, micropolitics and management micropolitics is 
useful. Hoyle contrasts the difference between politics and management and the relationship 
between micropolitics in an organisation such as a school and the wider macropolitical context. In 
the context of schools, he draws our attention to ‘the means by which school staff responds to 
external pressures’ (Hoyle, 1999, p. 214). Staff resistance to government changes in curriculum 
might, for instance, be an example here. Indeed reform tends to politicise schools, threatening 
existing roles and power relationships (e.g. Chrispeels & Martin, 2002, p. 330). Management 
micropolitics, by contrast, focuses on the strategies that teachers and school leaders use in 
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pursuing their interests such as the establishment of groups that develop ‘a macropolitical life 
which is inimical to management’ (Hoyle, 1999, p. 218).    
Micropolitics is just as much about cooperation as it is about conflict (e.g. Blase, 1991; Hoyle, 
1999; McKeith, 2001). People use power to influence others and protect themselves. It is ‘often 
unspoken and not easily observed. It can form the ingredients for informal coalitions and pacts, 
understandings, bargains, agreements, protracted criticisms and gossip’ (McKeith, 2001, p. 17). 
McKeith argues that understanding and working with the micropolitics of a school can be essential 
to principals interested in maintaining in their position. Chrispeels and Martin (2002) have argued 
that ‘micropolitical perspectives of organizations, thus, offer the potential for insights into the 
relational and power issues faced by school leadership teams as they assume new roles and 
responsibilities and negotiate their place in the system’ (p. 332). Thus schools are not politically 
neutral. ‘Existing organizational structures may facilitate or constrain the influence of teams …’ 
(Chrispeels & Martin, 2002, p. 332). Importantly, micropolitics refers to ‘the nexus’ between the 
formal structures of an organisation and the informal structures of influence that exist within that 
organisation. To become a positive force within leadership, it entails coalition building (Chrispeels 
& Martin, 2002, p. 332).  
In a special edition of School Leadership & Management published in 1999, both researchers 
and practitioners stressed the importance of school leaders understanding the micropolitics of their 
schools. For example, Lindell (1999, p. 171) argued ‘that the study of micropolitics is absolutely a 
question of survival for school leaders’. That understanding micropolitics is essential for 
successful school leadership has been endorsed by many other writers (e.g. Blase & Anderson, 
1995; Chrispeels & Martin, 2002; Ehrich & Cranston, 2004), especially in relation to change and 
its management (Johnson, 2004). Key elements of micropolitics and change are power and the 
strategies that leaders employ to manage both micropolitics and change in their organisations. 
While change draws attention to the micropolitical strategies used in schools, micropolitics is 
equally important in the day-to-day working lives of school leaders and staff. Micropolitics 
provide a key to understanding everyday interactions in a school not just the interactions that 
occur when schools are confronted with change.  
Power 
Politics is fundamentally about power - who has it, who wants it, and the resources people use to 
keep it or to gain power. It is about in whose interests we are governing or being governed – 
whether that is the polity or the school. Robert Dahl described power in relational terms: A has 
power over B if A can cause B to behave in a particular manner (Ball & Peters, 2005 [1971], p. 
33).  
The distribution of power in society or an organisation has been conceptualised in a number 
of competing ways. Dahl, for instance, was a proponent of pluralism. Pluralists consider power to 
be widely distributed within liberal democratic societies, with decisions arising as the outcome of 
continual competition between groups (Ball & Peters, 2005 [1971], p. 38; Lukes, 2005, pp. 4-20). 
This ‘one-dimensional, view of power involves a focus on behaviour in the making of decisions 
on issues over which there is an observable conflict of (subjective) interests, seen as express policy 
preferences, revealed by political participation’ (Lukes, 2005, p. 19. emphasis in original). Yet 
power is not distributed evenly (Ball & Peters, 2005 [1971], p. 37) nor is it necessarily concrete 
                                                      Power over, with and through: Another look at micropolitics   29                                            
 
and observable.  
Elitists and corporatists view power quite differently. For elitists like Joseph Schumpeter, 
there are two groups in society - the rulers and the ruled (Ball & Peters, 2005 [1971], p. 40). 
Elitists consider the rulers to be naturally superior to the ruled. Corporatists, by contrast, recognise 
the importance of government (representing society), business and unions (representing workers) 
in decision-making and they champion tripartite decision-making between these groups. In 
Australia, during the early years of the Hawke Labor Government (1983-1991), the Button 
industry plans in particular, provide one example of a corporatist system.  
Yet, like the pluralists, elitists and corporatists focus on concrete and observable outcomes. 
Bachrach and Baratz (1962) however, saw two faces of power. The first was in terms of concrete 
actions. The second was that individuals or groups can limit decision-making through non-actions. 
Drawing on Schattschneider, Bachrach and Baratz asserted that ‘organization is the mobilization 
of bias’ (Schattschneider quoted in Lukes 2005, p. 7). Here a person or a group could have power 
over others when they either consciously or unconsciously ‘seek to create or reinforce social and 
political value and institutional practices’ (Lukes, 2005, p. 20). An example here is when a person 
or a group within an organisation seeks to suppress dissent. Thus Bachrach and Baratz’s ‘typology 
of power’ includes ‘coercion, influence, authority, force and manipulation’ (Lukes 2005, p. 21).  
Bachrach and Baratz (1962) do, however, stress actual conflict. Yet that conflict can be covert 
as well as overt (Lukes, 2005, p. 23). Control over the agenda may not necessarily result from 
decisions and conflict might be latent as well as observable (Lukes, 2005, p. 29). Nonetheless, 
when Lukes argues that interests can be real as well as subjective his argument becomes 
problematic. Who determines what an individual’s or a group’s real interests are? This argument is 
elitist in tone as it suggests that some people or one group has a greater ability to determine what 
is in the best interests of another group.  
 Many understandings of power refer to the notion of ‘power over’ or dominance or control 
(Fennell, 1999, pp. 23-24). This notion of power can be traced back to Max Weber (Lukes, 2005, 
p. 15) and to Machiavelli’s (2008 [1532]) The Prince. Weber is particularly important in terms of 
raising awareness of authority and legitimacy. Writing in the sixteenth century, Machiavelli was 
the first to link power with hierarchical authority and to actions such as manipulation, exploitation 
and coercion (Fennell, 1999).  
Power over, then, can be destructive of relationships within an institution. Blase and Blase 
(2005) have provided a comprehensive list of the types of negative principal behaviour, which 
they divided into three levels. Level 1 covers ‘indirect and moderate aggression’ such as 
‘discounting teachers’ thoughts, needs and feelings and isolating and abandoning them’ 
withholding opportunities and resources, favouritism and offensive conduct. Level 2 involves 
behaviour that is ‘direct and escalating aggression’ such as spying, sabotaging, making 
unreasonable work demands and criticising teachers. Level 3 is the most serious level and entails 
‘direct and serious aggression’ including lying, making threats, mistreating students, forcing 
teachers out of their jobs, sexual harassment and racism (Blase & Blase, 2005, p. 126). These 
types of negative behaviours are examples of ‘power over’.  
Other examples of ‘power over’ can be observed where power becomes concentrated in the 
leader, who in many instances comes to be revered by his (as it usually is considered to be ‘his’) 
followers. This could be thought of as the notion of ‘the great man’. In a recent book on leadership 
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in Australian politics, James Walter and Paul Strangio (2008) describe how power came to be 
concentrated in the office of the Prime Minister, especially during the period of the Howard 
Coalition Government, and how this domination ultimately contributed to his defeat.  
The concept of ‘power over’ is stereotypically associated with men rather than women. 
Indeed society tends to view women who exercise power in this fashion in a negative way when 
they would not view men in such a light. Fennell (1999) claims that powerful female politicians 
are often viewed contemptuously while Mavin (2008) uses the negative label of ‘Queen Bee’. 
Citing the work of Horin, Mavin (2008) refers to the Queen Bee as token females occupying 
senior leadership positions who ‘are more likely to act like a man, pull up the web of opportunity 
so other women cannot climb it, and make male colleagues feel uptight’ (Horin 2004 in Mavin, 
2008, p.79). There is no such label for men – men are not blamed if they do not support other men. 
Thus women who use masculine ways of managing (i.e. ‘power over’ strategies) are condemned 
for acting like Queen Bees (Mavin, 2008) while men escape such particularised notice.  
Yet, as teachers and school leaders can attest, power as domination is not the only way in 
which power can be exercised. A number of writers have noted that many women in particular do 
exercise power in a different way from men (e.g. Fennell, 1999; Peters, 2002). These writers have 
observed what has been termed ‘power through’ and ‘power with’ in the leadership of many 
female principals. The first of these understandings of power is ‘power through’ or ‘facilitative 
power’ such as a principal arranging resources to assist staff to undertake professional 
development activities or identifying which staff members work together effectively and arranging 
for that to occur. Facilitative power entails enabling and empowering others through power 
sharing ‘and using power together with others to reach a desirable end’ (Fennell, 1999, p. 26). 
Leadership from principals using ‘power through’ is often transactional in nature and involves 
negotiation. Such principals are more inclined to establish structures that distribute leadership 
through their organisation rather than concentrate leadership and power in their own hands.  
‘Power with’ is about ‘being able to do things with others [this includes] power in connection, 
relational power and mutual power’ (Fennell, 1999, p. 27). Thus there is a high degree of trust in 
institutions where leaders use ‘power with’. Within such an environment, there is a democratic and 
inclusive ethos, where communication channels between principal and staff are open, and staff are 
supported and empowered. 
The macropolitical context and accountability 
Accountability requirements can impact on the type of power used by a school and on the 
micropolitical strategies that they deploy. Many of these accountability requirements form the 
macropolitical context within which schools operate. In the current context in Queensland, 
Australia, for instance, school-based management structures based on corporate managerialism 
and the market have been foisted onto schools by government. The Queensland Government has 
also imposed a number of other requirements on schools including guidelines for reporting to 
parliament, the media, the community, parents and to students. In addition, the federal government 
has imposed requirements that schools must meet in order to receive funding. One of these is 
standardised testing. Perhaps one of the most high profile of these requirements in recent years has 
been the Howard federal government’s requirement that all schools have a functioning flagpole 
(Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and Training, 2007) and that they display the 
                                                      Power over, with and through: Another look at micropolitics   31                                            
 
Values Charter. The clear link that was made between a functioning flagpole and school funding 
(Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and Training, 2007) illustrates contractual 
accountability (Eraut in Ehrich, 2000). In situations where these accountabilities must be met, it 
might be expected that a principal would exercise ‘power over’ so that the school receives funding 
and teachers concentrate on teaching. 
Yet there are other types of accountabilities that are present within schools. These 
accountabilities might be thought of as moral accountability and professional accountability (Eraut 
in Ehrich, 2000). Moral accountability entails principals being accountable to staff and to students. 
Therefore the dimensions of the ethics of care, of critique, of justice and of learning emerge 
(Starratt, 1996 in Ehrich, 2000, pp. 121-125).  
Professional accountability refers to the accountability of teachers as professionals. ‘It is 
based on the assumption that educators are in the best position to make effective decisions about 
the clients they serve’ (i.e. students) (Ehrich, 2000, p. 125) thus it includes principals assisting 
teachers to identify professional development needs, principals as curriculum leaders and 
principals promoting learning. In the current climate where managerial and market solutions 
dominate thinking about education policy, it has been suggested that there has been an attempt to 
undermine the professionalism of teachers. Thus it could be argued that the micropolitical 
strategies that principals can deploy might be constrained by the macropolitical context. 
Micropolitical strategies  
As seen above, power is a critical element of micropolitics in schools. Thus micropolitics includes 
the strategies that individuals and groups use to gain the ‘resources of power and influence to 
further their interests’ (West, 1999, p. 189). While groups are integral to the development of social 
capital, pertaining to community relations (Mulford, 2008) in any organisation, conflict between 
groups is one example of where competition for power can be found. Such conflict can be highly 
destructive of an organisation unless leaders exert power to thwart it. West (1999) discussed 
formal and informal groups within schools and the strategies that groups take when they become 
toxic. She suggested that the division between formal and informal groups is simplistic and argued 
that when formal and informal groups run together, micropolitics thrives (West, 1999, p. 192). Of 
interest, West indicated that groups report back about people who deviate from the established 
norms. Groups can become toxic when they become committed to their own goals and norms 
rather than to those of the organisation as a whole. These groups then compete with one another. 
In such situations, leadership tends to become more autocratic (West, 1999, pp. 193-194) in 
nature. Leaders are required to exercise ‘power over’. West offered four strategies to minimise the 
negative effects of internal conflict between groups. They include: ‘emphasising overall 
effectiveness’; ‘engineering frequent interaction and communication between groups’; ‘avoid[ing] 
win-lose situations’; and ‘rotat[ing] members between groups’ (West, 1999, pp. 194-195). Similar 
micropolitical strategies have been used by leaders as documented in other case studies. It could 
be suggested from these strategies that ‘power over’ and ‘power through’ are important in 
reasserting moral purpose and organisational goals in organisations that have become toxic. 
Yet the success of such strategies depends on trust between principals and staff. The 
importance of trust was highlighted by Bishop and Mulford (1999) in their case study of centrally-
imposed change. If reform is not managed properly, trust can be breached (also see, for example, 
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Cranston, Ehrich, Reugebrink & Gaven, 2003). Bishop and Mulford used the changes wrought by 
the Kennett Liberal Government in Victoria as an example. They argued ‘teacher resistance to 
change is a manifestation of conflicting interests in schools and, as such, is a common 
micropolitical activity’ (Bishop & Mulford, 1999, p. 179). Bishop and Mulford concentrated on 
situations such as those where the principal had been coopted by the central agency ‘change 
initiators’ and where teachers viewed the centrally-imposed curriculum change as unnecessary. In 
such instances there was a breach of trust between principal and teachers. Thus how principals 
deal with teacher resistance is critical to the micropolitical strategies used in schools. In his 
research into how micropolitics can be a countervailing force to school reforms, Johnson (2004) 
noted that resistance by teachers was one of six micropolitical strategies inspired by 
managerialism.  
For Johnson (2004), distributed leadership is an important strategy that involves power 
through or power with, depending on the degree to which teachers are empowered. It can entail 
teachers taking turns to participate in decision-making about the school’s activities, the use of flat 
team structures within the school thus sharing leadership widely or the strategic use of staff at all 
levels of the organisation within leadership structures. Principals can also co-opt teachers onto 
leadership teams when necessary to ensure that all groups with an interest in a curriculum reform, 
for instance, have their voices heard. Thus distributed leadership might be seen as upholding 
professional accountability.  
Leaders might also use co-option to establish moral purpose such as when they wish to 
destroy toxic groups and re-establish the goals of the school. Moral accountability is a significant 
element in principals finding space to protect teachers from demands other than those associated 
with teaching, respecting teachers as individuals as well as professionals and promoting self-
efficacy beliefs amongst staff and students. Principals who deploy a strategy such as this one are 
exercising ‘power with’. Principals who employ power with might also utilise academic literature 
on a certain topic or use an academic expert to assist in providing the professional development 
activities identified by staff. A further strategy could be termed ‘strategic stumbling’ (Johnson 
2004, p. 18), as it entails the leadership team and staff negotiating the running of the school. 
Negotiation as an element of the transactional leadership style promotes the ‘power through’ mode 
of operation.  
Leaders need to be careful, however, that they engender genuine rather than contrived 
collegiality (Hargreaves, 1992). Contrived collegiality is imposed by administrators on teachers 
rather than fostered as a spontaneous development from interactions between teachers. It is usually 
compulsory and is implementation-oriented because teachers need to work together to implement 
top down directives (Hargreaves, 1992). A mandate requiring ‘collegiality’ as a means to an end 
can be handed down through the principal or external agents like government. Contrived 
collegiality is ‘fixed in time and space’ and is ‘predictable’ (Hargreaves, 1992).  
Leadership 
In his early work on micropolitics, Ball (1987, p. 87) identified four leadership styles used by 
principals. These styles are interpersonal, managerial, political adversarial and political 
authoritarian. Similar to Leithwood et al. (1990), Ball (1987, p. 87) states that principals who use 
an interpersonal style rely on interpersonal relationships with staff in order to undertake their 
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work. A principal using a managerial style is one who uses the model of a chief executive. 
Principals who use the political processes operating in the school in their daily work life employ 
either the political adversarial or the political authoritarian styles of leadership. A principal who 
adopts a political adversarial style tends to encourage debate within the school and encourages 
different groups to enter into dialogue (Ball 1987, p. 104). A principal who is ‘political 
authoritarian’ tends to assert. He or she seeks to defend the school’s policies and procedures but 
avoids confrontation and opposition (Ball 1987, p. 113). In each of the four styles, school leaders 
are faced with the dilemma of control or domination versus commitment or integration. This 
dilemma is particularly apparent in the tension between implementing policies designed to bring 
about change whilst ensuring they work co-operatively with staff (Ball 1987, p. 121).  
Building upon the work of Ball (1987), Blase and Anderson (1995) also identify four main 
styles of leaders and these include authoritarian, democratic, adversarial and facilitative. These 
four styles are posited within a micropolitical leadership matrix, which is said to represent some 
examples of the strategies used by leaders on or with teachers. On the horizontal axis of their 
model there are two positions - closed and open. Closed strategies are power based strategies 
which are direct and are power over. Examples include avoidance, protection and defensiveness. 
Open strategies are more indirect and based on diplomacy. The vertical axis of Blase and 
Anderson’s (1995) model represents leadership goals of transactional and transformational 
leaders. These concepts have been taken from Burns (1978), who made a distinction between 
transactional leadership and transformational leadership. Transactional leadership is based on 
gradual and incremental leadership involving bargaining and negotiation whereas transformational 
leadership is qualitatively different. In contrast to transactional leadership, transformational 
leadership is visionary and seeks to influence and elevate followers by meeting their needs (Burns, 
1978).  
Authoritarian leadership fits within the closed and transactional quadrant of Blase and 
Anderson’s (1995) model. We can describe this type of leadership as ‘power over’ as the leader 
does not engage in negotiation with staff but is the major decision maker. Authoritarian leadership 
is both closed and transactional. Democratic or empowering leadership is the opposite of 
authoritarian leadership and could be thought of as being based on ‘power with’. According to 
Blase and Anderson (1995), democratic leadership represents an open climate of sharing and 
exchange of ideas and opinions.  It is viewed as more than collaboration; but based on issues of 
equity and justice within the school life. Ball’s (1987) concept of adversarial leadership could be 
described as mainly authoritarian leadership with ‘a greater appearance of openness’ (Blase & 
Anderson, 1995, p. 18). As noted above, adversarial leaders tend not to share power (so they are 
closed) but because of their strong moral or ideological commitment, they pursue actively their 
goals and agenda (Blase & Anderson, 1995). Finally, ‘facilitative leadership’ is said to be an open 
transactional approach. Blase and Anderson (1995) describe it as appropriating ‘a discourse of 
change and participation while engaging in bureaucratic manipulation towards pre-established 
goals’ (p. 20). Facilitative leadership might be viewed as preferable to ‘authoritarian’ leadership as 
it provides opportunities for participation (Blase & Anderson, 1995). 
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A New Model of Micropolitics 
Drawing on the literature and the model proposed by Blase and Anderson (1995), we propose a 
new model (see Figure 1). In this model we begin by recognising the macropolitical context within 
which schools exist and the relationship between that context and the micropolitical life of the 
school. The macropolitical context is characterised by heightened accountability requirements, 
mandated curricula and testing. It also derives from the host of pressures coming from parents and 
the wider community such as preventing bullying, as well as from forces such as globalisation and 
technological change (e.g. Mulford, 2008; Taylor et al., 1997). This macropolitical context is 
likely to be a strong force impacting upon the range of micropolitical strategies used by school 
leaders as it defines their contractual accountability. In the era of managerial solutions, it can limit 
the options available to principals and has the potential to impact on the power relations within the 
school. 
In the model, we have identified three key concepts of power which are likely to impact on 
the micropolitical strategies used by school leaders:  power over, power through and power with. 
These are said to describe the types of power used by schools leaders. They can be thought of as 
existing along a continuum. The inter-linking of these three types of power is indicative not only 
of the fact that a leader might use different types of power in different situations but also that they 
might use a combination of micropolitical strategies stemming from two or more types of power in 
a given circumstance. Thus one way of exercising power does not fit all school leaders (Mulford, 
2008). Indeed, today, writers speak about multiple types of leadership in addition to those 
discussed above including ‘instructional’, ‘strategic’, ‘transformational’ and ‘sustainable’ 
(Mulford, 2008). Yet all leaders face similar problems and must work with the micropolitics of the 
school. As such, ‘in practice most [school leaders] adopt a range of leadership styles. Successful 
leaders adapt and adopt their leadership practices to meet the changing needs of circumstance in 
which they find themselves’ (Mulford, 2008, p. 48).   
As indicated earlier, ‘power over’ entails dominance or control. School leaders who exercise 
this form of power can be authoritarian. They have a closed style of leadership and this notion of 
power links back to Taylor’s scientific management and to notions of the great and charismatic 
leader (Owens & Valesky, 2007). In the current macropolitical context, it could be argued that the 
school community would accept the principal exercising power over where the school must meet 
certain accountability requirements to qualify for funding such as those related to having a 
functional flagpole or furnishing the annual report on time, for instance. These situations relate to 
the principal’s contractual accountability. These same principals can use power through and/or 
power with in exercising their moral and professional accountability.  
Power through is facilitative power. Leadership is transactional in nature such as through a 
system of rewards and sanctions. Negotiation can be important here. Power with entails a very 
different style of leadership. Schools where this type of power is exercised are likely to have 
shared leadership. Principals are focused on empowering staff and there is a high degree of trust 
between principal and staff. Such trust is built through open communication, support of staff 
through measures like training and time for planning. Schools whose principals use power with are 
democratic in both ethos and structure. 
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Facilitative, 
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Control,  
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Power With 
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Empowering 
Shared leadership 
Supportive of staff, 
Open communication 
Collaboration 
 
Macropolitical Context  
External pressures such as accountability requirements mandated by governments and 
interest groups (e.g. parents, community members), as well as the changes stemming 
from globalisation and technological change. 
As seen earlier, the research by Johnson (2004) on the micropolitical strategies used by school 
leadership teams to improve student well-being includes a range of strategies deemed to be ‘power 
over’ through to strategies of ‘power with’. Power with strategies were those that were facilitative 
and empowering, and had the effect of promoting collaboration and commitment among 
organisational members thus achieving common organisational goals (Cranston, Ehrich, 
Reugebrink & Gaven, 2003). Yet, in dealing with resistance and establishing moral purpose, the 
leaders in Johnson’s (2004) study appeared to use ‘power over’ when required and as the situation 
merited it. Thus it is evident that various styles of leadership and uses of power can be observed in 
the different types of micropolitical strategies that leaders use.   
 
FIGURE 1: A NEW MODEL OF MICROPOLITICS 
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and empowering, and had the effect of promoting collaboration and commitment among 
organisational members thus achieving common organisational goals (Cranston, Ehrich, 
Reugebrink & Gaven, 2003). Yet, in dealing with resistance and establishing moral purpose, the 
leaders in Johnson’s (2004) study appeared to use ‘power over’ when required and as the situation 
merited it. Thus it is evident that various styles of leadership and uses of power can be observed in 
the different types of micropolitical strategies that leaders use.   
 
FIGURE 1: A NEW MODEL OF MICROPOLITICS 
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Vignettes 
Based on the literature discussed above and the vignettes considered below, it is pertinent to ask 
whether, within the current macropolitical context, school leaders are constrained in the power 
domains from which they work or are they able to create spaces within their schools to enable 
them to operate more in line with understandings of power with? Two vignettes are offered for 
consideration. These vignettes were formulated from case study research published in the 
literature and conversations about and with school leaders and teachers.  Names and situations are 
fictitious.   
Vignette 1 
Trish was the principal of an established school. She used her formal authority to 
make most of the decisions. She felt confident that her style suited the school, staff 
and students since the school had a very good academic reputation and was 
regarded highly by parents and the wider community. At the beginning of the year, 
she appointed Michael, a new deputy principal, to the school. It came to Trish’s 
attention that Michael was spending a lot of time with the other deputy, Bob, seeking 
his advice and counsel. She began to think Michael may follow the lead of Bob and 
that this alliance could become detrimental to her preferred way of working since 
she and Bob had had words over the years about her style of management. Trish’s 
response was to work with Michael and Bob individually setting specific tasks for 
each.  She began supervising Michael’s work very closely. At first Michael was a bit 
intimidated but after the passing of some months, he felt more comfortable with her 
and understood her mindset. By the end of the year, their relationship was on a 
good footing, and she chose him to act as principal for the first 3 months of the 
following year when she took leave. While Michael was flattered to be given this 
opportunity, he couldn’t help but feel guilty that Bob missed out – after all Bob had 
been at the school for some years.   
Vignette 2 
Blair was an experienced principal of an inner city school with an administration 
team of 2 deputies, 1 registrar, 30 teachers and support staff, 800 students and a 
vigorous interested community. He led from beside his deputies and educated staff 
about changes to the school.  As well as being inclusive, Blair recognised and drew 
upon the expertise of teachers and shared his leadership role with members of his 
administrative team. Blair and his team were faced with implementing a new 
science syllabus. To do this, his team engaged three consultants. For three days, the 
consultants conducted sessions around the teachers’ expressed needs to scope and 
sequence a science curriculum responsive to the needs of their community clientele. 
These sessions raised the personal energy, contribution and competence in each of 
the teachers. Paraprofessional staff members were also co-opted into resourcing the 
curriculum. Everyone’s ideas were valued and critiqued. Decisions were then made 
together. Following the intense in-service, staff then chose to work interdependently 
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within one of three teams and prepared the science curriculum for the school – 
lower, middle and upper – over the next six weeks. Every week there were meetings 
of the whole group to inform, discuss and connect each other’s work. Blair’s 
leadership gave professional decision-making opportunities to the staff who would 
implement the curriculum and they respected his trust. Even though they often 
sought the opinions of the team when they were needed, there was almost 100% 
support for working professionally in the teams. Collegiality flourished.  
 
Findings and Discussion 
Both of the vignettes underscore the micropolitics in relationships between principals and deputy 
principals, and principals and staff. They highlight the significance of power in determining 
micropolitical strategies. These vignettes also demonstrate a little of the macropolitical contexts, 
those external pressures and contractual accountabilities, that impact upon schools and upon the 
leadership practices of principals.  One of the pressures within the school’s macropolitical context 
facing Trish (Vignette 1) were the parent and community’s expectations for the school’s ongoing 
high performance. These high expectations may have been a factor in reinforcing Trish’s use of 
power and style of governance, since there is little doubt that her style had yielded very good 
results that contributed to its academic reputation. The implementation of a new science 
curriculum discussed in Vignette 2 is an example of an external pressure or a mandated top down 
change requiring the school to take action in important ways. The way that Blair (the principal) 
handled this top down change revealed a great deal about his personal style and managerial 
approach. The next part of the discussion refers more closely to some of the micropolitical 
strategies that both principals used in achieving their respective goals.  
Vignette 1 illustrates the end of the micropolitical continuum where ‘illegitimate, self 
interested manipulation’ resides (Hoyle, 1999, p. 126) within the authoritarian management style 
of Trish. Trish’s position in the school demonstrated clearly that she saw herself as ‘the ruler’ 
while the deputy principals were very much cast in the position of ‘the ruled’ (Ball & Peters 
2005[1971], p. 40). Trish dominated the decision making of her school by controlling everything 
from staff appointments through to interfering in the everyday relationships between staff 
members. Blase and Blase (2005) describe this behaviour as Level 1 of negative principal 
behaviours. Trish was initially taken aback that Michael needed so much guidance but then sought 
to control the situation by delegating precise measures to bring Michael up to the required level. 
She did not leave the balance of power in the hands of the other deputy, Bob, but brought direct 
control back to herself. Through her concentrated work with Michael she endeavoured to bring 
him up to the desired standard by the end of the year when he then was offered the Acting Head 
role. By not choosing Bob to act as principal, Trish sent a clear message of favouritism to Michael. 
Indeed the situation not to appoint Bob could also be construed as a type of punishment of Bob’s 
previous behaviour where he questioned Trish’s authority by assisting Michael. Both favouritism 
and punishment have been described by Blase and Blase (2005) as two negatively based 
micropolitical strategies.  
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Vignette 1 demonstrates a ‘power over’ micro political stratagem at work. In this environment 
of conflict imposed by the principal it is as McKeith (2001) says often unspoken and not easily 
observed. In the power base that Trish established in this school climate, there was no real 
distribution of power as reflected by Dahl who described power in relational terms – ‘A has power 
over B if A can cause B to behave in a particular manner’ (Ball & Peters, 2005 [1971], p. 33). 
Michael and Bob both fell into this category through Trish’s very precise government of their 
work parameters. Trish however would undoubtedly recoil indignantly if made aware that her 
methods resembling manipulation, exploitation and coercion were explored through the writing of 
Machiavelli (2008), who was the first to link such power to hierarchical authority such as this.  
The micropolitical strategies used by Trish in this vignette are in stark contrast to the practices 
often associated with women in the educational administration literature and research (see for 
example, Fennell, 1999; Shakeshaft, 1995) that portrays women leaders as power sharing, caring 
and democratic in their governance.  Indeed this vignette is a better illustration of what Mavin 
(2008) refers to as ‘Queen Bee’ behaviour in that Trish used more masculine ways of managing, 
i.e. ‘power over’ than ‘power with’ or ‘power through’. Mavin (2008) maintains that this 
sometimes occurs because women struggle in a traditional masculine environment and find that 
this type of practice is what they revert to. In this scenario, it is likely that Trish’s behaviour would 
be construed more harshly because she is a female rather than a male. 
The second vignette illustrates that power as domination is not the only way that power can be 
exercised. This vignette is a sharp contrast to the first and shows how ‘power through’ or 
‘facilitative power’ entails enabling and empowering others through power sharing (Fennell, 
1999). Blair used ‘power through’ to transact professional development for his staff.  He carefully 
structured professional development so as to redistribute the power amongst his staff and not to 
have it reside all in his hands. Blase and Anderson (1991) maintain that this type of approach is 
suitable for site-based management since it enables staff to participate and engage in how change 
is to be operationalised even though the change itself may not be of their choosing. In this 
vignette, the new science curriculum was a mandated departmental requirement; it was not a 
grassroots bottom up initiative that teachers orchestrated.   
On describing site based management as it has been overseen in Australia, Smyth (1993) 
maintains that schools are being given a say only in how to implement changes identified by 
governments and departments, and not in what the direction of change is or should be. The 
skilfulness of Blair in this vignette was the way in which he engaged in the process of how he 
involved staff in the process of negotiation about the change. Through Blair’s actions it could be 
suggested that, while the economic rationalist/managerial paradigm dominates the macropolitical 
context, successful school leaders can continue to maintain relations of ‘power through’ and 
‘power with’ in their schools. Blair and his team were able to build trust as exemplified by Bishop 
and Mulford (1999), competence and the ability to collaborate through his staff by giving them 
this right and the emergent responsibility. Johnson (2004) believes that these feelings of 
empowerment show degrees of both ‘power with’ and ‘power through.’  The staff felt supported in 
developing and implementing the new curriculum. In being included, participating individuals felt 
ownership and responded favourably when the leadership of the school was transparent in its 
focus. Fennell (1999) believes that this power sharing can reach a desirable end and Blase and 
Anderson (1995) believe that these notions give evidence of ‘power with’ in precedence of ‘power 
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through’. The model that seemed to guide his practices was one based on distributed leadership 
(Johnson, 2004) and one that prized both moral and professional accountability to staff. He 
respected them as teachers and ensured they had a voice in the change that was affecting them. 
The type of collegiality Blair engendered in his staff was not the contrived sort that Hargreaves 
(1992) warns against but was more akin to an understanding of enhancing of the capabilities of 
personnel within the context of a professional learning community referred to by Mulford (2008).    
It would be simplistic to conclude that principals’ practices can be posited easily in any of the 
three positions in our model (Figure 1). The situation, context and the players involved are likely 
elements that would shape the micropolitical practices of principals. Mulford (2008, p. 2) has 
reached a similar understanding, arguing that context, organisation and leadership need to be dealt 
with simultaneously. As our vignettes have shown, the strategies that principals choose to use to 
achieve their goals and ends are likely to range from open and empowering to closed and 
controlling. Thus an understanding of micropolitics is critical to understanding school leadership 
and the success or otherwise of a school.  
Conclusion 
In response to the questions we posed earlier in this paper, we maintain that the macropolitical 
context is likely to shape to a significant extent the power domains from which principals work. 
Increasing accountabilities to the system, to parents and other key stakeholders are factors that 
impact upon the decisions and directions that principals pursue. We concur with Wallace (2001) 
who states that ‘heads now have less room to manoeuvre: their notion of headship is increasingly 
being constructed for them by external forces’ (p. 156). It could be asserted that those who 
privilege these forces stress ‘power over’. However, we would argue that there is space available 
for alternative narratives other than ‘power over’ (as depicted by Trish’s practices in Vignette 1). 
The example provided by Blair in Vignette 2 is an illustration of ‘power through’ that moved 
towards ‘power with’. It showed how Blair, in consultation with his team, was able to negotiate 
the implementation of a mandated curriculum reform in such a way as to redistribute the power to 
the staff. By using these vignettes, we illustrate that micropolitics is critical to understanding the 
work of school leaders on a daily basis, as well as during times of reform and change. By focusing 
on power, we draw attention to the relational aspects of school leadership and to the fact that the 
same leader can use a different type of power according to the situation. This relationship between 
the context, organisation and leadership is most apparent in the use of power over to meet external 
accountability demands but power through and power with in furthering staff professionalism and 
student learning. In closing we would underscore the importance of micropolitical understandings 
not only for school leaders but also staff in schools as a means of heightening awareness of the 
critical role of power dynamics in relationships.   
 
 
* We wish to thank the two anonymous reviewers for their suggestions. 
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